A new biological organization, the Biosciences Federation, was officially launched in mid-September in Britain's House of Lords. The federation brings together 26 biology societies representing 60,000 biologists into a single association that speaks for all UK biologists.
The objective was to create an umbrella organization for Britain's more than 200,000 biologists that is similar to the Royal Society of Chemistry (45,000 members) and the Institute of Physics (37,000 members). The Institute of Biology (IOB), which was founded in 1950 and currently represents 15,000 biologists and 70 affiliated societies from a wide spectrum of biological disciplines, joined forces with the newer UK Life Sciences Committee, whose 18 learned societies represented 35,000 scientists from the molecular and cellular biology fields. The UK Life Sciences Committee dissolved in December 2002 as the Biosciences Federation was formed, and all but a few of its societies have become federation members.
"The IOB has [done] and continues to do an excellent job, particularly in areas such as liaising with school teachers, accreditation, [and] continuing professional development," says Nancy Rothwell, a research professor at the University of Manchester and member of the federation's executive committee, "but [it] has not really met the needs of academic biologists in the same way the umbrella organizations have done in physics and chemistry." "There has been a difference of focus between learned societies and the IOB," explains Alan Malcolm, IOB's chief executive. There has been some overlap, for example, in education and career development."But for the most part there has been a clear distinction between the contribution of IOB and the activities of the learned societies.
"The IOB has never had the resources to expand its activities and has always had to collaborate with other organizations.... Now, by sharing the workload with others, there will be less duplication of effort and productivity will go up."
Some of the federation's main goals are to engage bioscientists in dialogue on issues relating to research and teaching, provide expert opinion and information necessary for formulating public policy, and involve the public in discussion of issues that arise from advances in bioscience. By working closely with all federation members, Malcolm says, they can focus on a wider range of issues and be more proactive in their advisory role; instead of waiting to be asked for an opinion, they'll be telling policymakers what they should be worrying about.
Colin Blakemore, from Oxford University, was interim president until leaving to head the Medical Research Council in October. Mike Withnall, from the Biochemical Society, is chief executive for the federation and facilitates the actions of the executive committee. The executive committee comprises five members who are elected from among the federation's 10-member council to serve three-year terms. Council members are elected from nominations made by member societies to represent particular areas of science: for example, cellular and molecular biology or environmental science.
"The federation has standing committees on education and animal science and will shortly have a third on environment and sustainability," Withnall says, "so clearly we expect to comment on policy issues in these areas.... Overall the federation is concerned with science and society issues, bioethics, funding for teaching and research, and provision of advice to government and major decisionmakers. We have not yet encountered any areas of policy that would be deemed too controversial to take onand there are challenges in the animal science arena!" "Ideas for activities come from across the membership," Rothwell says. "We consult all members on all major issues; on many there is unanimity. For some (e.g., selectivity of university funding [for research] on which we have just commented), there is a range of views, in which case we say so and explain why."
"Usually the only differences of opinion are subtle, such as where to place emphasis," Malcolm says. "It's rare to have head-to-head disagreement. If anyone feels strongly that something should be added, he can write an addendum to an opinion.... The bigger problem now is the quantity of information to be melted down."
Rothwell says communication between scientists and government has already improved."Lord Sainsbury, the minister for science, has said in private and in public at our launch that the federation is greatly welcomed by government. They cannot consider 30 or more individual comments but will listen to one which is authoritative. In other areas we are regularly included in high-level government discussions on issues relevant to biology and are often their first port of call."
Reports by the Biosciences Federation and information about the organization and upcoming events can be found on its Web site, www.bsf.ac.uk. Cathy Lundmark (e-mail: clundmark@aibs.org) .
